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About this Course - Establishing Tone 


This course is one in a series of distance education faculty development 
mini-courses. This course, Establishing Tone in the Distance Course, covers 
many tips to help you successfully use various techniques to shape the 
climate of your distance course. 


e Overview: General discussion on the modules and the content. 

¢ Module 1: Establishing Tone in the Distance Course using Text 

e Module 2: Introductions to Help Establish Tone 

e Module 3: Establishing Tone Using Email 

e Module 4: Establish Tone by Planning Frequent and Diverse 
Communications 

e Module 5: Use Regular and Recurring Reminders to Establish Tone 

e Module 6: Using Feedback to Establish Tone 

e Module 7: Using Video and Audio to Establish Tone 

e Conclusion: Supporting resources 


Overview - Establishing Tone 


This mini-course features various ways to establish tone in the distance 
course. Since much of the content and communication in a traditional 
distance course is text-based (devoid of the cues associated with face-to- 
face communication) - care must be taken to establish the climate of the 
course. The words written by you are the first step to establishing the type 
of instructional climate you value. 


There are also techniques using audio and video that help establish a 
specific type of tone in the distance course. Did you know that students 
perceive instructors who use audio to be more approachable? Did you know 
that students report that an image or video of the instructor makes a 
difference in how they perceive the instructor? 


Establishing Tone in the Distance Course using Text - Establishing Tone 


Text remains the primary medium for delivering content, communicating, 
and shaping an image of ourselves in distance courses. Expectations, 
requirements, schedules, routines, assignments, activities, content, and 
assessments are text-based in many courses. Most of us are very 
comfortable communicating face-to-face because we are very experienced 
at interpreting the subtle cues of oral language. We are far less experienced 
at using text in a similar manner. 


Many experts suggest that a great amount of care should be taken to shape 
the written portions of a course to convey a deliberate tone. You do certain 
things in a face-to-face course to convey your personality and to set the tone 
for the course. Think through how you want students to perceive you and 
your course. Do you want to be approachable? Do you want students to 
realize that you care about them as an individual? Do you want each student 
to know you are concemed about their learning? 


Most experts suggest that excessive formality in the distance course is 
perceived negatively by students. The fact that most students entering 
higher education have been immersed in a world of informal language for 
the majority of their communications contributes to this perception. Text 
messaging, IM, cell phones, and other communication technologies have 
been used extensively by these students. This world is one of very informal 
language. 


Instructors should attempt to strike a balance between the use of formal and 
informal language. Students need to be exposed to formal language and 
need to understand that formal and informal language is used in specific 
situations. The informal language that most instructors use is still is still 
very formal to today's students. However, using such language for 
communications to deliberately set a tone of approachability and concern is 
important for the overall success of the course. 


Remember, you primarily have text to paint the picture that you want 
students to see in the course. Using language in intentional ways is one way 
to accomplish your goals. 


Example: 

Welcome to Data Collection and Analysis. To start, do not be intimidated 
by the course title or think that you have to know everything about 
Statistics to be successful in this course. Statistics is just part of the entire 
process and statistics are not used for every research design. Understand 
that I believe that all of you have the capacity to learn techniques for data 
collection and analysis. My job is to translate the material into examples 
that will make sense to you. I can't do that without knowing more about 
you and what you want out of this course. 

Go to the Introduction forum on the discussion board. You will find several 
Statements that you need to respond to so I can have more background. I 
will reply to each posting and I expect all of you to read all postings on the 
Introduction. Your first assignment is to categorize similiar experiences 
and expectations of your classmates and to post this to the Getting to Know 
You Forum on the discussion board. You should read all of these and 
respond to as many of them as possible before Friday. 


Introductions to Help Establish Tone - Establishing Tone 


Introductions are a good way to quickly get a sense of the characteristics of 
the class and one way to allow students to know you as more than a name 
and title. Introductions are two-fold; providing context, and early 
visualizations for who the people behind the names the names are in a 
distance course. The conversations generated by introductions are another 
way to establish your online persona and a way for students to establish 
their online identity. 


Instructor Introduction 

One way to personalize the online environment is to develop your online 
introduction carefully to reveal something about yourself as a scholar and as 
a person. You want to provide information that tells the students who you 
are besides the instructor of the course. Share interests, accomplishments, 
etc. (share only what you are comfortable sharing about yourself). You are a 
complex organism defined by far more than a name on a course. Although 
we aren't usually very practiced at this task - you are using written words to 
personalize yourself. 


Students’ Introduction 

Good practice suggests that it is important for students to introduce 
themselves to the class. We encourage a move from "provide your name 
and what you do" to introductions that reveal enough about the person to 
prompt questions and discussion. The sooner you can generate discussion in 
a course, the more likely you will have ongoing discussion throughout the 
course. There are numerous techniques to accomplish this. Frankly, you are 
only limited by your creativity. Think about what you want to know about 
students and/or the tone you set by the way you structure the introduction. 


Fictionalize the student through the eyes of a child; 
introduction process. Have through the top ten books that I 


students introduce have ever read; "I bet you didn't 
themselves to the class... know that I can..." 


Provide a small amount of 
extra credit for a "test" over 
their classmates' 
introductions. 


Who lives in ? Who works 
at ? Who wants to be a 


You are only limited by your own creativity... 


Once participants begin to reveal parts of themselves to others, some degree 
of trust is built and some degree of community is established. Your job is to 
encourage this development so students begin to feel a part of something 
larger than themselves. This reduces isolation and provides opportunities 
for collaborative learning activities and open exchange of ideas and 
opinions. 


Establishing Tone Using Email - Establishing Tone 


Email is often used to communicate to students in a distance course. 
Students and instructors exchange information, assignments, and multiple 
other items; making email an important conduit between instructors and 
students. 


Email can be easily personalized to help establish tone. One of the things 
that distance learners complain about is being isolated. A friendly greeting 
or salutation on an email message can mean a great deal to a student. With 
the copy and paste functions available on almost all systems, general 
messages can easily be personalized and sent individually to students. 
Adding the student's name or including a message about something 
mentioned in earlier correspondence is perceived positively by students. 


How do you feel when you are on the receiving end of a message with a 
subject line: Re:Re:Re:Re:Re:Re:Re:Re:Re: Stuff? 
Tips 


1. Require students to confirm their email address by creating an 
assignment early in the course requiring them to acknowledge receipt 
of a message from you. Assign a minimal amount of points for the 
assignment. 

2. Use the testing features of Blackboard to gather contact information 
about students. 

3. Create generic emails that you can personalize by changing the name 
and send these to students individually. 

4. Use the Discussion Area and Announcement for general 
communication to all students 

5. Create standard email responses (I received your assignment, 
reminders about exams or assignments, instructions, etc.) in your word 
processor and keep the file handy on your desktop. 

6. Print out your student introduction activity on the discussion board 
(use the Collect function). Use some of the information provided by 
the students to personalize email messages throughout the semester. 


Establish Tone by Planning Frequent and Diverse Communications - 
Establishing Tone 


One way to encourage and increase communication between the instructor 
and students is to plan frequent discussion opportunities. Plan for specific 
communications between you and individual students, you and small 
groups of students, and you and all students. We encourage you to develop 
some type of tracking document to ensure that all students receive 
individual communications throughout the course. 


It is important for students to know that you are active and care about the 
activities and communications within the course. This means responding in 
a timely manner to individual communication and to group communication 
activities. It also means making your presence (often known as teaching 
presence) known by providing individual and group feedback in a variety of 
ways. 


Tips 


Create a chart to manage your communication plan and to track your 
interactions with students. List your students and then make columns for 
individual, small group, and large group communications. To track, all you 
need to do is put a checkmark in the appropriate spot. Our suggestion is to 
use Announcements and the Discussion Board for most large group 
communication. Individual communication can be feedback on 
assignments, email, and responses to posts on the discussion board. Small 
group communication is best accomplished using the Groups feature in 
Blackboard. 


Use Regular and Recurring Reminders to Establish Tone - Establishing 
Tone 


Regular and recurring reminders norm students to expect information from 
you at specific times in the course. A weekly announcement posted at the 
same time each week is a prime example of this technique. These reminders 
also create a structure for students to help them organize their time and 
study schedule. 


Using Feedback to Establish Tone - Establishing Tone 


One of the complaints of students in all types of courses is the lack of 
feedback. We all know that providing specific and direct feedback on 
student assignments is a time intensive process. However, feedback is 
perceived by students as a direct indicator of approachability and concern. 


Instructors will find it useful to use two types of feedback for student 
success and satisfaction with the course. Information feedback provides 
information or evaluative feedback. This may be an answer to a student's 
question, a grade on an assignment, or specific feedback on an assignment. 
Acknowledgement feedback can be used to ensure that students receive 
confirmation that something has happened. How many students send you an 
email asking if you received the assignment? One way to reduce this is to 
acknowledge that you have received their assignment. Simple e-mail 
messages confirming receipt of assignments or questions provides students 
with confidence in online systems. 


We suggest having a feedback plan in place before the course begins and to 
be committed to providing feedback throughout the semester. Your 
feedback plan should include several statements that can be used to provide 
acknowledgment feedback (you could use your Tracking Online 
Communication plan and add some acknowledgement messages from your 
Standard Email Code Sheet). You should also include some table or chart so 
you can quickly track feedback to individual students and to the group. We 
use a table with the names of the students and cells for individual, small 
group, and large group feedback. A quick glance at the chart lets us know 
that we need to intentionally provide feedback to a student. We can quickly 
generate a statement and send it to the students. Acknowledging the small 
things, like receiving an assignment or an email and following through with 
a response, conveys a sense of caring and concern. Taking the time to send 
feedback on a major or minor assignment means a great deal to students. 


Using Video and Audio to Establish Tone - Establishing Tone 


A quick search of video site TeacherTube, or a commercial news or social 
networking site with embedded audio or video feeds, can serve to illustrate 
how commonplace AV files have become in the virtual universe. Text may 
be the familiar medium for establishing tone in an online course, however 
instructors are no longer limited to static text or images for communicating 
tone or presence in the online classroom. Video and audio files are two 
forms of digital technology that can be embedded into your course along 
similar lines to how one would use text to establish tone. Plus many 
students are quite comfortable using audio and video on the Web as tools to 
communicate or to establish their online personas through social 
networking or gaming sites. AV files can often enhance the subtle nuances 
of communication, and give your students a voice or face to put with the 
words on their screen. 


As with other forms of communication, having the proper tools for delivery 
and employing some promising practices help to foster conciseness and 
clarity. To create your own audio or visual files, a few tools you may want 
to have include headphones with a microphone and a digital camcorder. 
There are a number of low cost products to chose from. There are also free 
software applications such as, Audacity, you may download to create and 
edit audio content. 


Tips 
Audio and Video 


e Create a transcript for what you would like to say beforehand. 

e Practice. 

e Use clear and specific vocabulary to communicate ideas and to 
establish tone appropriate to the topic, audience, and purpose. 

e Use your voice in a relaxed manner. 

e It may take more than one time to record audio or video and get the 
results you want. 


Video 


The walls of the shoot area should be a solid medium color, such as 
tan, medium blue, or green. 

The background should be a solid wall with no windows, doors, or 
other visual interruptions or clutter. 

Soundproofing should be used if possible. 

Be color conscious, wearing only solid, mid-tone colors. 

Room lighting can be improved dramatically with minor additions, 
such as a clamp mounted spotlight. 


Audio 


If you are using an audio introduction, including a photo with the clip 
will help personalize it even more. 
Soundproofing should be used if possible. 


Transcripts 


Transcripts should be included for those students who do not have 
audio or video and for those with hearing impairments. 
Transcribe spoken words as well as other things that convey 
information. 

Off screen things that convey context should also be transcribed. 


Conclusion - Establishing Tone 


Orientation: Online Communication Tips 
Orientation: Online Communication Tips . 


